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Abstract 
The paper is devoted to teaching language for specific profession-related purposes to engineering students and lecturers. The 
authors associate the teaching process with using the metaplan technique as the information basis of oral speech. The paper 
characterizes heterogeneous sign elements of a metaplan as material and ideal teaching media and reveals the mechanism of 
expanding compressed metaplan information. The mechanism is based on developing speaking skills in lexico-grammatical and 
semantic expansion of verbal information and intersemiotic translation of extralinguistic information into speech register. The 
authors have developed a set of exercises with due consideration of actual second-language speaking situations encountered by 
engineering specialists. 
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1. Introduction 
In the contemporary Russian society with its ever-growing international cooperation, professional objectives of 
university graduates are increasingly challenging to fulfill. This challenge is inseparably associated with abilities to 
communicate with overseas partners and work with important profession-related information in a non-native 
language. Driven by the social demand for training specialists with such abilities, the educational system sets a 
methodic task for a language teacher to help their engineering students acquire special second language skills 
involved in the core competencies of a specialist.  Particularly important among them are the competencies in 
communication (monologue, dialogue, text production and perception, and business language) and competencies in 
information technologies (reception, processing and presentation of information) (Zimnyaya, 2004). 
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International cooperation involves negotiations, consults, business presentations and oral reports. The abilities 
required in these situations are not only aimed at the perception of speech in a non-native language but also at the 
production of one’s own utterances in that language. Hence, oral professional communication is becoming 
increasingly relevant to university graduates. Professional vocabulary requires regular updates from multiple sources 
in different languages. An important source of professional knowledge is specialized literature, which is regarded by 
language training professionals as the information basis of oral speech. However, specialized texts are not always a 
universal teaching aid, because many of them tend to contain overabundance of information, while being 
cumbersome and not illustrative. Therefore, the problem of effective presentation of professional knowledge is 
becoming essential, when it comes to teaching speaking in a second language. For these reasons, the authors 
associate teaching professional speaking with the usage of schematic sign models, which meet the requirements of 
efficiency as well as information richness. 
The problem of teaching profession-related speaking in a second language to non-linguistic students is not new: 
its aspects are addressed in the papers by Galanova (2013), Moschanskaya (2001), Serova (2005), Sidorenko (2003) 
and other authors. However, the issues of using mixed verbal and graphic information of professional community 
and its implementation as a basis for profession-related speaking are severely understudied. 
2. Metaplan as a means of language teaching organization 
2.1. Metaplan technique 
The suggested teaching model is based on the metaplan technique involving the usage of verbal and non-verbal 
sign codes. When a learner perceives and understands compressed information in a textual, illustrative and graphic 
format and then reproduces or interprets it in the form of a speech act, they re-encode visually perceived signs into 
vocal speech.  
The name Metaplan is the property of Metaplan GmbH that invented this method at the beginning of the ‘70s 
with a view to improve the efficacy of group discussions (http://de.metaplan.eu/metaplan/geschichte/). The metaplan 
technique is based on full visualization of the brainstorming process. When using this technique, participants are 
involved in an active discussion with the aim of gathering and structuring ideas, analyzing interconnections and 
organizing priorities. Metaplan is an invariant array of symbol forms (elements), each having its specified purpose. 
Erganova (2007) reviews the usability of the metaplan method in professional teaching. The author underlines that 
the elements of this technique fulfill various cognitive functions and are of immense use for recording, in a specific 
form, the results of the objectification of intellectual processes. 
From the didactic viewpoint, metaplan is a teaching medium that makes it possible to add momentum to 
intellectual processes and stimulate speech activity of students. In pedagogy, teaching media are understood as 
supplementary materials, equipment and real objects helping a teacher to achieve their goals more successfully and 
rationally, while also solving specific tasks. Obraztsov (2005) differentiates between material and ideal teaching 
media. The former embraces, along with textbooks and study guides, models, mock-ups, visual aids, etc. The latter, 
according to the author, includes generally accepted sign systems such as language (oral speech), writing (written 
speech), and the system of designations for various disciplines. 
2.2. Sign elements of the metaplan 
When considering the metaplan method for teaching speaking in a second language, we will also make a 
distinction between material and ideal media. Material media are taken to include pin boards and magnetic marker 
boards, presentation mounts, posters and multicolored cards (round, oval and rectangular), on which key information 
is recorded in the form of word combinations and short sentences reflecting the sense-bearing key points of the topic 
under study. 
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Fig. 1. Heterogeneous metaplan elements 
The group of ideal teaching media includes sign systems used in the metaplan technique: 
x Verbal in the form of key information recorded on cards; 
x Nonverbal or paralinguistic, to determine the external organization and optical image of the metaplan, while at 
the same time serving as an independent information carrier revealing the content of the topic. 
Among the nonverbal signs, the authors identify the following elements: 
x Symbols in the form of connection lines and arrows (one-direction, two-direction, double-headed, round, arched) 
used as syntactic equivalents of sentence parts in order to express semantic dependence in the reference 
information system of the metaplan; 
x Pictograms in the form of emoticons to reflect the evocative tones of the content; 
x Font variations and bullet lists to structure and segment textual information; 
x Topographemic signs in the form of composition solutions for card placement on the presentation mounts and slides 
(concentration/dispersion, symmetry/asymmetry, rhythm, sequence), which makes it possible to create cluster 
schemes showing both equisignificant and hierarchy-based directions/connections; 
x Supragraphemic signs including card shape and color variations to reveal additional content. Traditionally, each 
card shape conveys specific intrinsic properties of a notion, conclusion or generalization. 
Heterogeneous metaplan elements are shown in Fig.1. Stripes traditionally identify short statements of laws or 
conclusions as well as operations involved in various activities. A cloud shows fundamental notions as well as 
headlines and interrogative sentences. Ovals present factual concepts and denote cause-and-effect relations. 
Rectangles outline reference notions, columns, tables and tree structures. Rounds record group and individual 
notions that fill the bulk of teaching information. Small rounds designate numeration. 
2.3. Communication methods based on the didactic usage of the metaplan model 
Mixed sign codes of the metaplan in the suggested teaching model are the basis for perceiving and processing the 
informational potential embedded therein for further structuring an oral profession-related report. Here we take cue 
from Kalmykova (1987) and hold the opinion that when perceiving an illustrative material, one can cover with a 
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single look all the components of the whole, track possible connections between them as well as categorize them in 
terms of importance and similarity. This serves as a basis for not only a deeper understanding of the essence of new 
information but also for its transfer into the long-term memory. 
The work with schematic models of the metaplan implies two ways of communication. The former trend is 
associated with the reduction of information volume. Methodologists of teaching language for specific purposes pay 
special attention to the compression of teaching information. Compression is understood as various forms of text 
transformation for reducing its physical volume, while leaving the necessary sense-bearing milestones in place. The 
audience faces the necessity of information compression, when structuring the metaplan schemes based on a group 
discussion or examination of textual information in the course of conveying major and minor facts and 
conceptualizing the logical connections between them. 
Far less attention is devoted to the skills of expanding the information during university classes. The only 
exception is working with a plan or notes used by students as a basis for oral report. Giving a plan-based speech is 
one of the forms of expanding information. The ability to expand information consists in being able to produce or 
reproduce the full content of a source from a brief (compressed) form – notes, scheme or table – by using one’s own 
words but still conveying it accurately in essence. It also includes the ability to make independent conclusions if 
those are not in the brief version as well as to generalize the material obtained from several secondary documents 
(Neudakhina, 2013). Working in combination, heterogeneous signs of the metaplan make it possible for students to 
quickly focus on the content of the teaching material and determine its purpose and essence (Erganova, 2007). 
3. 3. Development of profession-related speaking skills 
3.1. Communication methods based on the didactic usage of the metaplan model 
The process of expanding the compressed metaplan information is connected to the synthesis of linguistic and 
extralinguistic means of communication. An utterance in a non-native language is based on bringing in signs of 
various semiotic codes and is considered a mixed text. Vocal speech in its natural expanded form (initial speaking) is 
supported by visualization, which accompanies an oral utterance and functions as an utterance background. In its 
turn, backup visualization consists of two components: verbal (key words and word combinations written on the 
metaplan figures (secondary writing) and nonverbal: lines, arrows, tables, and charts (secondary imaging). A 
complex polysemous text contains natural linguistic components in their oral and written expression and nonverbal 
components representing unified pictorial signs, which are illustrative and easier for perception.  
Consequently, a text as a product of speech activity of a presenter is created on the basis of important verbal, 
nonverbal and mixed profession-related information in a compressed form. The latter facilitates the process of text 
generation, functioning as a plan of utterance and helps the addresser switch to the text content. A student has a 
complicated task of expanding the compressed verbal information and simultaneous intersemiotic translation of 
visual aids into speech register. Although verbal and nonverbal information is common in terms of their sign nature, 
the main distinctive feature of nonverbal signs is that they have no fixed meaning. Nonverbal codes (font variations 
and compositional elements of metaplan figures) are psychologically polysemantic. Decoding in this case is 
performed by means of specific linguistic means and is a result of speech and conversational skills development. 
3.2. Communication methods based on the didactic usage of the metaplan model 
Following Passov (1989) in his definition, we understand the speech skill as the ability to control one’s speech 
activity in terms of solving communicative tasks. Among the skills essential for oral communication, the author 
distinguishes two groups: 
x Speech skills related to speaking as a type of speech activity and a means of communication (skills to speak 
expressively; to utter cohesively, logically, coherently, etc.) 
x Nonverbal skills or skills of nonverbal communication 
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Engaging heterogeneous signs as a background for speaking activity provided the grounds for differentiating a 
specific group of skills within this teaching model. Such skills suggest the realization of complex mechanisms for 
expanding compressed verbal information and transferring extralinguistic signs into linguistic or speech register. In 
this case, the student’s task goes beyond the mere implementation of the utterance program with the preset content in 
the course of intersemiotical translation of nonverbal information into speech register. Communicative and 
pragmatic skills also include reasoning skills. They help enrich the reproductive-type situational speech with 
contextual one. The latter involves interpreting the informational potential of heterogeneous metaplan media and 
expressing one’s personal opinion about the content being uttered. 
These skills are based on the language competencies that compose the skills being developed. They include a 
multicomponent skill of expanding the compressed verbal, nonverbal and mixed metaplan information. 
The integrative speech skill of expanding verbal information is based on complex competencies including the use 
of speech patterns, topic vocabulary, word formation patterns and grammatical structures. This skill focuses on the 
activation of linguistic means and includes skills of selecting semantic fields of key words and searching for related 
notions based on hypo-hyperonymic correlations. If the skill expanding verbal information is developed, it 
accelerates understanding the point of the future utterance. 
The skill of intersemiotic translation of extralinguistic information to speech register focuses on revealing the 
functional yield of graphs, charts and tables. Skills of transferring paralinguistic signs to verbal register are aimed at 
linking different parts of the future utterance and forming the structure of textual unity. 
Table 1 shows the speech skills of expansion and re-encoding the metaplan information outlined by the authors. 
Table 1. Speech skills in expanding and decoding metaplan information 
Skills in semantic expansion of verbal information  Skills in intersemiotic translation of non-verbal information to 
speech register 
 
skills of selecting semantic fields to key words and word 
combinations  
 
skills of transferring graphic information of graphs, charts and 
analytical tables to speech register 
 
skills of expanding fragmented information while simultaneously 
detailing the microtopic disposition  
 
skills of transferring paralinguistic information (card disposition, 
rubrication, font variations, underlining, color) to speech register 
4. Development of profession-related speaking skills 
The model provides a set of special exercises aimed at forming and developing the skills underlined. Teaching 
speaking for specific purposes consists of two stages: the first stage focuses on the initial skills development through 
a system of consecutive exercises; the second one implies the actualization of skills through combining and further 
development in professional communicative situations.  
Exercises of the first stage in intralingual and intersemiotic expansion of information contained in the metaplan 
focus the initial mastering of one of the speech skills. The object of this exercise type is second-language speech 
actions focusing on the expansion of the metaplan information. The situational role of the speaker, the focus and 
communicative effect of the utterance are not specified. The subtypes of exercises in expanding compressed 
information are exercises in intralingual (semantic) and intersemiotic expansion of fragmented information from the 
metaplan. 
x Skills of filling in the gaps on the key information cards with lexical items; 
x Skills of using the words that express semantic relations between cards. 
Here are typical instruction wordings for these subtypes of exercises: 
a) Semantic expansion: 
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x Choose one of the suggested key words as a product of company operation: computer, mobile 
phone, car. What reasons can you give in favor of using these products? Think of five positive 
associations with the product you have chosen in order to make your point.  
b) Intersemiotic expansion: 
x Take the given key words to the topic of “product supply” and write them down on cards. Place the 
cards on the magnetic board and take into account the correct sequence of preparing, signing and 
executing a product supply contract. Use arrows to mark this sequence on the board. Name each 
step one by one. 
c) Paragraphemic information expansion: 
x Comment on the ranking of top ten higher education institution of the Russian Federation in 2015 
based on a numbered list. Use the following cliché structures: to take/occupy place, to be at the top, 
to be one of the top 3/5/10, to hold the last position of… (English); Platz nehmen, liegen an der … 
Stelle, an der Spitze liegen, den letzten / vorletzten Platz einnehmen (German). 
x Comment on the divisional structure of XYZ Company administration with the help of the 
enterprise organization diagram given. In your answer, show the hierarchical administrative 
structure of the company. 
Exercises of the second stage actualize the skills formed at the first learning stage. A skill is a multifaceted 
phenomenon; so when forming it, one should take into account the complexity of its key parameters. Historically, 
these parameters include 1) level of automatism (utterance without pauses), 2) difficulty level in solving the verbal 
and cognitive task (this depends on the personal experience and knowledge of the speaker on the subject, 3) 
combinability determined by the coverage of the problem and matter of the discussion.  
Exercises of the second stage are more challenging and complex, because they combine several groups of speech 
skills. Moreover, they are arranged in conditionally possible situations of professional communication with the 
situational roles and communicative focus of the utterance specified. 
x Explain to your colleagues from Polytechnic University of Valencia why their partnership with the Institute of 
Natural Resources of Tomsk Polytechnic University would be mutually beneficial. Use cards with key 
information confirming that the research and development projects of these universities have a similar subject 
focus. 
x Based on the key figures of Gazprom Transgaz Tomsk Company’s gas transmission system, present the results of 
the company’s operations aimed at gas infrastructure development in Western Siberia in 2014 and plans of its 
development in the Russian-Chinese direction in 2015. 
Thus, the suggested model comprises the unity of the following parts: 
1. Systematic use of metaplan patterns including its various elements and compositional solutions as well as their 
combinations in the teaching process; 
2. Teaching students rational expansion of compressed heterogeneous information based on developing and 
extension of speech skills of intersemiotic re-encoding, intralingual expansion of metaplan fragments as well as 
structural and compositional utterance arrangement; 
3. Working with metaplan patterns using a specifically arranged set of exercises with clear stages and a number of 
methodological solutions. 
This model proved successful among engineering students and lecturers taking advanced training courses in 
English and German. It allows the trainees to avoid reading out long written texts or learning them by heart. 
5. Conclusion 
To conclude, the metaplan technique suggested in the paper contributes to solving a topical problem of 
preparation of engineering students and lecturers for cross-cultural communication in a second language as an oral 
form of business and professional communication. 
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The didactic use of the metaplan is focused on forming and developing the skills that are part of the specialists’ 
key social competences essential for their work in a social medium. These comprise a communicative competence 
(including communication in a second language, text comprehension, text and production) and competences in 
information technologies such as information reception, its processing and further production (Zimnyaya, 2004). 
The authors associate information perception, processing and production while speaking a second language with 
using the compressed information of the metaplan, which serves as the information source for these activities. The 
analysis of the metaplan sign elements revealed the presence of heterogeneous sign components of the written form 
of fixation, which are perceived from the didactic point of view as:  
x A medium for teaching speaking to second language learners; 
x A means to create a situation for presenting important profession-related information; 
x An instructional medium of forming the logical processes of analysis, synthesis and comparison essential for a 
specialist in the sphere of their rhetorical activity. 
Within the suggested model of teaching, the authors distinguish several groups of second language speaking 
skills. The hierarchical pattern of these skills is the basis for designing a two-level set of exercises comprising both 
speech and communicative ones. 
It is noteworthy that the given model cannot possibly meet all the challenges of teaching speaking to second 
language learners with the use of the metaplan information. Further work in the field can be connected with 
designing educational courses for professional purposes in a higher educational establishment for various fields of 
professional training and different language proficiency levels including advanced training of engineering lecturers. 
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